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On Dec. 7, high-level representatives from 34 countries around the Americas signed a broad
agreement to promote sustainable-development programs throughout the hemisphere.
Nevertheless, poor attendance by regional presidents, combined with the extremely ambitious
goals contained in the agreement, have raised concern that the accord may be more rhetorical
than practical. Only 13 presidents and two prime ministers attended the Summit on Sustainable
Development, held in Santa Cruz, Bolivia, Dec. 7-8. Originally, 34 heads of state were expected to
participate, including US President Bill Clinton and Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chretien. The
conference was initially billed as the second Summit of the Americas, since it was mandated at the
first presidential summit, held in Miami in December 1994 (see NotiSur, 08/16/96).
Nevertheless, President Clinton's decision not to participate, given the summit's overlap with the
annual Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) meeting in Singapore, apparently discouraged
most other presidents from taking part. Both Chretien and Mexican President Ernesto Zedillo failed
to attend so that the heads of state from all three North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)
countries were absent.
Still, US Vice President Al Gore participated, as did five other vice presidents, and all other
countries in the hemisphere with the exception of Cuba sent high-level delegations. The participants
unanimously signed a broad declaration on sustainable development in the Americas, as well
as a 45- point plan of action to reconcile economic growth with environmental protection and
improvement of the standard of living of the poor majority in Latin America and the Caribbean. The
declaration breaks new ground with its emphasis on the need to attack poverty as a prerequisite for
sustainable development.
"Alleviating poverty is an integral part of sustainable development," reads the declaration. "The
benefits of prosperity will only be obtained through policies that recognize the interrelation between
human beings and the environment. Sustainable-development programs must pay special attention
to the needs of indigenous populations, minority groups, women, youth, and children, and we must
facilitate their full participation in the process of development."
Moreover, the document commits the countries to shape and implement sustainable-development
programs, and it recognizes those programs as a priority in regional and national policies. "We
make the commitment to put into practice institutional reforms and programs that promote
sustainable development as an organic principle and as the global framework of our national
policies," reads the declaration.
The document outlines five "principal challenges" faced by the region: unprecedented levels of
relative and absolute poverty, variations in demographic trends and in the patterns of migration
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and urban development, deepening environmental deterioration, decline in the creation of real
wealth, and rising violence and delinquency. To attack these problems, the plan of action outlines
six areas for inter-American cooperation: improvement and harmonization of legislation; promotion
and strengthening of citizens' participation; access to know-how and technology; heightened
competitiveness of regional economies; identification, promotion, and adoption of new forms of
financing; and the establishment of an institutional framework to execute accords and ensure
continuity.
Finally, the 45 specific "initiatives" are grouped into three general targets for development: *
Human and Social Resources. The plan calls for regional programs to improve health care, eliminate
malnutrition and create food security, enhance educational opportunities, protect cultural and
spiritual values, and fortify microenterprises. * Natural and Environmental Resources. This section
aims to protect natural and environmental resources while promoting their rational use and outlines
initiatives to develop the region's energy and water supplies, as well as its forests and biodiversity.

Economic and financial infrastructure resources
The plan outlines programs to develop physical infrastructure, foment cross-border cooperation,
and share technology. It also addresses the need to secure financing for the plan of action. In their
closing remarks, participants hailed the spirit of cooperation at the summit, as well as its emphasis
on attacking poverty as a prerequisite for sustainable development.
The declaration's strong statements regarding poverty reflect intense presummit negotiations
during which the US insisted that the conference should decrease the focus on standards of living
and instead stress environmental issues as they relate to growth and investment. Similar US
concerns and objections plagued the 1992 Rio summit. At the current meeting, however, although
parts of the original text were modified to accommodate US concerns, the approved declaration
contained much stronger language regarding anti-poverty programs than did previous agreements.
"We took a substantial step forward in what might otherwise have become a conflict between rich
and poor nations," said Bolivian President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada. "We have finally achieved a
broad consensus. Canada and the US came to Bolivia not just to defend forests and rivers but also to
support their neighbors to the south."
The creation of institutional mechanisms to carry out the agreements is also considered a major
achievement. Among the most important steps in this regard were the formation of a new Comision
Interamericana de Desarrollo Sostenible (CIDS) which will include delegates from all governments
in the hemisphere and the appointment of the Organization of American States (OAS) as the
"guarantor" of the agreements. The OAS, under Secretary General Cesar Gaviria's leadership,
is now expected to push to convert the accords from words into deeds. The OAS has been given
an initial US$250,000 donation from the UN's Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) to begin coordinating CIDS. And Gaviria has already called for two regional meetings
at the beginning of 1997 a conference with multilateral lending institutions to evaluate the funding
available for the accord's programs and a first meeting of CIDS to approve the new structure's
internal administration and initial agenda for action. "The mission that the summit has entrusted
to us is not just diplomatic flattery," said Gaviria. "It binds us to an arduous but passionate
commitment to the continent."
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Nevertheless, despite praise for the summit's achievements, skepticism regarding the accord's
implementation was also evident. For one thing, the poor attendance by regional presidents raised
doubts about the real commitment of governments to carry out the agreements, despite their
unanimous endorsement.
In addition, the tasks outlined in the plan of action plus the immense financial resources required
to implement them has generated concern that the agreement will remain largely rhetorical. "The
summit conclusions are filled with good intentions that in practice could well go unheeded," said
Juan Villalonga, spokesperson for the international environmental organization Greenpeace. "From
an optimistic viewpoint, the participating governments demonstrated an apparent will to carry
through with their commitments. Nevertheless, a good deal of rhetoric was also seen, because until
now the goodwill declarations expressed at summits have not been reflected in policies and deeds."
Still, all sides agree that the summit represents a significant step forward in efforts to adopt
sustainable- development policies as a basic model for cooperative regional programs and as a
fundamental aspect of economic policy at the national level. "I believe that sustainable development
could be the paradigm of the 21st century, something we've all been searching for in the rapid
changes taking place in the post- Cold War period," said Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada. "America
has united around that concept, and it is an extraordinary development. We have planted a seed,
nothing more. But with patience and dedication, that seed will grow into a huge tree that bears
fruit and gives shelter for future generations." [Sources: Agence France-Presse, 09/18/96, 10/12/96,
11/25/96; Inter Press Service, 10/21/96, 11/23/96, 11/30/96; Reuter, 11/20/96, 12/04-07/96; Notimex,
10/09/96, 10/24/96, 11/23/96, 12/02/96, 12/06-08/96; Agencia Boliviana de Informacion, 12/06-08/96;
Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 12/07/96, 12/08/96; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish
news service EFE, 10/21/96, 12/05-09/96]
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